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ADE Newsletter - 3
Pope John Paul II with a six-volume set of the Works of William James during her recent
visit to the Vatican. The volumes were published by Harvard from texts supplied by the
James project at the University of Virginia. • • • CHARLES VANDERSEE and editorial associates
on the Henry Adams letters, University of Virginia, are stumped by several quotations and
seek helpo Please write them (c/o English Department) if you can identify: (1872 or earlier)
"Like that famous cow we are 'not hurt much, but some discouraged'" and (1873 or earlier)
"Poor old horse! / Bury him decent! / i Twasn 't his f aul t! / After all!"
HAVE YOU PAID YOUR DUES?
Editors planning to attend the Princeton convention November 8-9 should be sure that
they are in good standing with ADEo A number of participants in the organizational meeting
at St. Louis apparently have assumed they are members~ but have failed to send Charlene N.
Bickford a $15 check. Please help us hold down bookkeeping and postage expenses by sending
$15 to Ms. Bickford~ c/o First Federal Congress Project, George Washington University,
Washington, D.C. 20052, and then your dues will be paid to December 31, 1979.
"EXTERNAL FACT AS AN EDITORIAL PROBLEM"
By G. Thomas Tanselle
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation
[editor's note: In 1978 a provocative article by Dr. Tanselle. "The Editing of
Historical Documents;' appeared in the annual volume of Studies in Bibliography, edited by
Fredson Bowers. In the 1979 edition of Studies, Dr. Tanselle has followed his earlier
survey with a probe of specific problems. The Bibliographical Society of the University
of Virginia has permitted the newsletter to reproduce several paragraphs from Tansellefs
latest contribution.]
When Keats in his sonnet on Chapman's Homer wrote of "stout Cortez,ti rather than
Balboa, staring at the Pacific with eagle eyes, he created what has become the classic
instance of a factual error in a work of imaginative literature. Yet few readers have
been bothered by the error or felt that it detracts from the power of the sonnet. and
editors have not regarded it as a crux calling for emendation.
The view that an
historical error does not detract from the greatness of a poem is of course grounded on
the argument that an imaginative wOJ;'k creates its own internal world for the communi~,<ttion
of truth: the work can express a "truth" relevant to the outside world without being
faithful to that world in the details out of which the work is constructed. No one is
surprised by the expression of this principle, which is, after all, central to an understanding of literature as metaphorical statement. What is less often considered, however,
is the complexity of its editorial implications.
Certainly a critical editor cannot take as a general rule Thorpe's comment that
"Poetically, it does not matter." Whether or not a particular error matters depends on
more than whether or not it occurs in a poem or a "creative" work: sometimes a factual
error in a poem may indeed call for correction, while at other times it may not, and the
editor must decide which is the case in any given instance, and why • • • •
The editor of a critical text sets out to eliminate from a particular copy-text what
can be regarded as errors in it; defining what constitutes an "error" is therefore basic
to the editorial procedure. Any concept of error involves the recognition of a standard:
an editor can label certain readings of a text erroneous only by finding that they fail to
conform to a certain standard. Determining appropriate standards for editorial judgment
must take into account the nature of the piece of writing as a whole and the nature of each
individual passage in it as well as the nature of the edition that is to result, and it
must recognize that errors may fall into discrete classes, each demanding different treat-
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ment. One may feel that errors of historical fact, for instance, should be corrected in
some kinds of works (or passages) and not in other kinds, but that decision involves some
consideration of authorial intention and will thus be affected by the attitude that the
edition is to take toward questions of intention. If the goal of an edition -- as with
most scholarly critical editions -- is to attempt to establish the text intended by the
author at a particular time, one's decisions about what constitutes errors will be affected
accordingly. Intention and error are inseparable concepts, because errors are by definition unintended deviations (unintended on a conscious level, that is, whatever unconscious
motivation for them there may be). If a writer intentionally distorts historical fact for
the purposes of a work, that distortion is not an error in terms of the work, nor is it a
textual error from the editor's point of view.
An editor must distinguish, however, between accepting factual errors because they
are intended features of a literary work and accepting them because they reveal the mental
processes of the author. The latter interest is a legitimate and important one, but it
may conflict with the aim of establishing the intended text of a work. Both interests can
be accommodated through the use of textual notes, but one of those interests must be chosen
as the rationale for the editor's treatment of the text itself. If one's aim is to reproduce the text of a particular document, then obviously one reproduces it errors and all,
for the errors may be revealing characteristics of the author's direction of thought and
in any case are part of the historical record to be preserved. But if one's aim is to
offer a critical edition of that text as a finished literary work, one can no more follow
a policy of retaining all factual errors than pursue a course of correcting all such errors.
In a critical edition the treatment of factual errors can be no mechanical matter, covered
by a blanket rule; instead, the editor must give serious thought to the circumstances surrounding each one, thought that will involve settling basic questions about the nature of
the editing being undertaken. •

